
FROM THE EDITORS

Religion is a powerful and pervasive force in global affairs. Often, it is a
primary factor fueling conflicts. This is the case between Muslims and Jews
in the Middle East, between Muslims and Christians in the former Yugoslavia,
and between Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland. We were all pain-
fully reminded of the potentially violent and disruptive role of religion in
politics in November 1995 when Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin was
assassinated by an Orthodox Jewish man who claimed to be fulfilling God's
will. Despite its presence in several well-known protracted conflicts, the role
of religion is often misunderstood, underestimated, or ignored. We seek to
approach it from a fresh angle. Instead of viewing it as a primary cause of an
inevitable "dash of civilizations," in the oft-repeated words of Samuel Hunt-
ington, we seek to explore some of the more constructive roles of religion as
well as to analyze why it has often been divisive.

Even in conflicts where religious-driven discord appears to be absent, the
influence of a society's religious beliefs must not be overlooked. As argued
by John Merrill in his case study on Haiti, ignoring the prevailing religious
beliefs and traditions of a society when formulating intervention strategies
can cripple even the best-intentioned reform programs. Mark Juergensmeyer
identifies various religious precepts that may be used to justify violence in
the pursuit of political aims. Paradoxically, he points out, religious terrorists
often believe such violence will ultimately lead to peace. Despite the percep-
tion that religion is always a complicating factor in disputes, religion also
includes the tools that may be necessary to break the cycle of conflict. Douglas
Johnston identifies tenets of the world's four largest religions that can facilitate
the avoidance or resolution of conflict. Sohail Hashmi questions the common
perception of Islamic "revival" as an offensive against the West, arguing that
instead it is largely an attempt by Muslims to define a culturally authentic
place for themselves in the international community and to reclaim ownership
of their societies and institutions. Nancy Nielsen suggests how spiritual lead-
ers and media elite can bring their disparate groups to a higher level of un-
derstanding and appreciation. J. Bryan Hehir discusses the public manifesta-
tions of personal religious beliefs and the necessity of considering religious
factors in order to understand global affairs.'

This is the twentieth anniversary issue of The Fletcher Forum. This milestone
encouraged us to take a critical look at the journal to find ways it could be
improved. We redesigned our front cover to help readers find out what is
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inside. In our table of contents, we now include a brief synopsis of each article
to provide readers with a preview of the authors' arguments. In order to make
the text pages of the journal more attractive and readable, we have switched
from the use of footnotes to endnotes. Finally, we have added this note from
the editors, both to introduce the Special Feature and to maintain an open
line of communication with you, our readers. We would like to stimulate
dialogue between The Fletcher Forum and its readers as well as among its
readers. Toward this end, we encourage you to send your comments on the
journal either to our e-mail address (forum@emerald.tufts.edu) or as a letter
to the editors. Also, please visit our home page on the World Wide Web at
http://www.tufts.edu/fletcher/forum.html. We would like to revive The
Fletcher Forum's role as a true forum for discussion of international issues.
Please share with us your thoughts and comments.

The editors of The Fletcher Forum would like to extend their thanks to Robert
E. Kiernan III for his generous financial gift to The Fletcher Forum. Additionally,
we would like to thank John Galvin, dean of the Fletcher School, and Sherman
Teichmann, director of EPIIC at Tufts University and coordinator of the 1996
symposium on Religion, Politics, and Society, for their gracious assistance and
advice.
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